The public, however, regarded the idea from a totally
different standpoint. East wanted to shake hands with the
west over the mighty mountains and vast plains. To pass
from New York to San Francisco, or in the reverse direc-
tion, in those days was a perilous journey. One either had
to make a protracted and dangerous voyage down one side
of the American continent, round Cape Horn, and pass up
the opposite coast-line for some 10,000 miles; to brave the
peril of traversing the fever-ridden Central American Isth-
mus; or to embark upon an overland journey of some 3,000
miles through country where long stretches of parched,
waterless desert gave way to lofty, snow-capped mountains,
with the Indians in open warfare.
When California seethed in the famous Gold Rush, and
adventurers flocked to this magnetic hub from all parts of
the world, the absence of a connecting link was experienced
to an acute degree. The gold-fever-stricken pioneers had
to gain their objective as best they could, and with the best
means of locomotion they could afford. In a single year
100,000 gold-seekers trailed across the continent.
The traffic produced by the discovery *of gold set Collis
P. Huntington thinking. Here was a heavy volume of
traffic slipping through the fingers. Why should it not be
handled by a railway ? This was his argument, and as he
was a dreamer of commercial conquest, though not in an
idle manner, he decided to remedy the deficiency. Looking
into the future, he saw that a line not only would meet the
immediate demands born of the gold rush, but that it would
develop into a great highway between Europe and the
East, as well as the Antipodes. He discussed the idea with
kindred spirits, Leland Stanford and Thomas C. Durant,
and they became enthused with the project. But the ques-
tion was how to obtain the money requisite for construc-
tion? To appeal to the public was useless, and no assist-
ance could be anticipated from the financial world. So
they approached the Government, and their endeavours
proved so successful that the country decided to subsidise
the undertaking.